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Indian Child Welfare Act:
Keeping Families Together and
Minimizing Litigation
by Sarah Krakoff
T he Indian Child Welfare Act'
("ICWA") has been in existence
for twenty-two years. Neverthe-
less state courts, state social serv-
ice employees, county and court-appoint-
ed attorneys, and adoption agencies still
struggle with how to incorporate the ICWA
into state procedures for child welfare. Of-
ten, unfamiliarity with the ICWA and lack
of exposure to Indian tribal governments
cause missteps early in ICWA cases, put-
ting the parties unnecessarily at odds. Un-
der these circumstances it may be difficult
for the Department of Social Services, the
tribe, the biological parents, and foster care
parents or prospective adoptive parents to
come to a resolution regarding placement
of the child.
While many cases involving the adjudi-
cation of an Indian child's placement may
inevitably become contentious, others may
be resolved cooperatively if the letter and
spirit of the ICWA are followed from the
outset. This article makes suggestions for
steps the parties can take early in the
process to assure full compliance with the




Congress passed the ICWA in response
to overwhelming testimony regarding the
disproportionate removal of Indian chil-
dren from their homes. Before the ICWA
was passed, from 25 to 35 percent of all
Indian children were separated from their
Column Eds.: Daniel B. Markofsky
-(303) 691-9700; Tracy A. Labin-
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families and placed in homes or institu-
tions, a rate from five to nineteen times
greater than that for non-Indian children.
2
The devastating effect on Indian tribes
was multiplied by the fact that most of
these Indian children were placed in non-
Indian foster and adoptive homes.3 As stat-
ed in the ICWA itself,
[An alarmingly high percentage of In-
dian families are broken up by the re-
moval, often unwarranted, of their chil-
dren from them by nontribal public and
private agencies and ... an alarmingly
high percentage of such children are
placed in non-Indian foster and adop-
tive homes.
4
The state courts' and social service pro-
viders' failure to recognize Indian cultural
norms and family relationships contrib-
uted to this disturbing exodus of Indian
children from their tribes.
5
Congress responded by passing the
ICWA, which provides procedural protec-
tions and minimum standards in child
custody proceedings involving Indian chil-
dren.6 This ground-breaking piece of fed-
eral legislation, in an area of family law
that is traditionally reserved for states, is
justified by the unique government-to-
government relationship that the United
States has with Indian tribes.7 The ICWA
recognizes the rights and interests not
just of Indian children to know their fami-
lies, cultures, and political affiliations, but
also the rights of Indian tribes themselves
to ensure their ongoing vitality 8 The ICWA
has a dual scheme for ensuring the pro-
tection of both of these sets of rights. One
aspect of the statute requires state courts
to follow minimum federal guidelines in
Indian child custody cases.9 Another gives
tribes the right to exclusive jurisdiction in
certain cases and concurrent jurisdiction
and intervention rights in others.10
Identify Indian
Children Early
Custody proceedings involving Indian
children can become protracted if a child
is not identified early in the process as one
who warrants the ICWAs special protec-
tions. The ICWA defines an Indian child
as:
any unmarried person who is under age
eighteen and is either (a) a member of
an Indian tribe or (b) is eligible for mem-
bership in an Indian tribe and is the bi-
ological child of a member of an Indian
tribe.
11
In Colorado, neither the tribe nor the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs ("BIA') need reach
a conclusive determination regarding a
child's eligibility for tribal membership as
long as there is evidence for the trial court
to conclude that the child is eligible. 2
If a child is not identified as Indian at
the outset of a child custody proceeding,
the private or state agency may be close to
finalizing a placement only to be halted by
a party, typically the biological parents, In-
dian relatives, or the child's tribe, assert-
ing failure to comply with the ICWA. Pri-
vate and state agencies involved in prea-
doptive, adoptive, and foster care place-
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ment should therefore implement rigor-
ous, yet culturally sensitive, means for
identifying Indian children.
Why is it difficult to identify Indian chil-
dren? Some Indian parents are reluctant
to acknowledge their tribal affiliation ini-
tially. Reasons for this may include shame
or embarrassment because the parents do
not want relatives on the reservation to
know that there are difficulties with their
children. A parent also may be fleeing an
abusive situation on the reservation and
be adverse to the tribe's involvement. An-
other cause of reticence is the fear, due to
a history of discrimination, that being la-
beled an Indian will mean worse treatment
by state authorities.
In almost all cases, parents at some
point desire to invoke the ICWAs protec-
tions, even in situations where the parent
is fleeing abuse. Moreover, the Indian child
and the tribe have a right to the ICWA's
protections whether or not the parent
wants to invoke them.13 Therefore, all par-
ties benefit if the ICWA has been applied
from the earliest possible point in the case.
How can state and private agency em-
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stressful situations, do a thorough job iden-
tifying Indian children? The task need not
be overly burdensome, and an extra meas-
ure of care early in the process might mean
greater stability for the child in the long
run. Oral interviews, including follow-up
questions on the issue of the child's identi-
ty, are likely to be more effective at over-
coming parental reluctance than paper
questionnaires. If either parent is identi-
fied as Indian, the interviewer should be
careful to determine in which tribe the par-
ent is enrolled.
ICWA cases often are delayed by notice
being sent to the wrong tribe. To the unin-
itiated attorney, it may be surprising that
there are many different Sioux tribes in
South Dakota, as well as some in Mon-
tana, North Dakota, and Nebraska. A no-
tice sent to the Rosebud Sioux Tribe re-
garding a Cheyenne River Sioux child will
fail to procure verification of the child's
tribal affiliation.
Delay also can be caused by forwarding
incorrect or insufficient information to the
tribe. For example, delay may occur if the
tribe fails to acknowledge a parent as a
tribal member because the parent's name
on the membership rolls is different from
the one forwarded by the county attorney.
State and private agencies therefore
should ask Indian parents whether their
names on tribal rolls might differ from
their current names.
Finally, state and private agencies
should be thorough with respect to deter-
mining whether an absent parent is a trib-
al member. Private adoption agencies
should be particularly alert to this issue.
Parents desiring to make their child avail-
able for adoption may want to conceal in-
formation about any possible tribal affilia-
tion of the child. However, under the lan-
guage of the ICWA, such children are cov-
ered and subject to the ICWNs procedural
protections, 14 as well as to its placement
preferences.
15
If the child's tribal heritage is discov-
ered after a preadoptive placement that
does not comply with the ICWA, resolu-
tion inevitably will be heart-wrenching for
all involved. Early detection minimizes the
risk of having to disrupt the child's fami-
ly connections after becoming settled in a
new home. Early detection of a child's trib-
al affiliation, even if it is unclear whether
the child is eligible for enrollment in the
tribe, also should prompt the agencies in-
volved to err on the side of compliance, both
with respect to the procedural protections
and the placement preferences.
Embrace the Indian
Tribe's Involvement
Under the ICWA, Indian tribes have the
right to be notified of child custody pro-
ceedings involving Indian children in
state court 16 and to intervene in those pro-
ceedings "at any point."17 Tribes also have
a presumptive right to have the proceed-
ings transferred to their own courts.' 8
Agencies should not look on these rights
as impediments to swift placement of In-
dian children. Instead, state and private
agencies should assume a partnership re-
lationship with tribes in ICWA cases. With
this approach, rather than perfunctory
compliance with the ICWA, it is more like-
ly that: (1) the ICWAs requirements will
be followed in a manner that best insu-
lates cases from successful appeals; and
(2) the Indian child will be placed in a
home that complies with the ICW~s pref-
erences.
What advantages are there to making
a friend of the tribe instead of an enemy?
A good relationship with someone in the
tribal attorney's office or the tribe's own
ICWA program will make it more likely
that the office will return phone calls and
make the case a priority Tribal ICWA pro-
grams, just as state social service pro-
grams, are swamped with cases. They will
be more likely to focus on a particular case
if they feel they are making a difference.
With the tribe's enthusiastic involvement,
it is easier to locate placements, such as
Indian foster care homes and relatives of
the child, that comport with the ICWA.
Early placements complying with the
ICWA avoid ugly conflicts that otherwise
often arise between"bonding" with a non-
Indian caretaker versus ICWA compli-
ance. 19
In addition, if the tribe requests the case
be transferred to its court, all parties in-
volved should consider the advantages of
such a change ofjurisdiction. For example,
Indian parents relocating to urban areas
and undergoing stress from dislocation,
isolation, and poverty often have more re-
sources on their reservations. The circum-
stances causing a parent to become en-
tangled with social services may diminish
in the tribal setting. Even if placement
with the parent remains inappropriate, it
also is more likely that the tribe will be
able to locate and provide support for place-
ments with relatives. Therefore, despite
the common stereotype of unresponsive
tribal service providers, it is important to
recognize that the tribe may have more
beneficial and efficient resources for plac-
ing Indian children than a state agency.
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Follow the ICWA's
Placement Preferences
The ICWA mandates that in preadop-
tive, foster care, and adoptive placements,
Indian children shall be placed in pre-
scribed settings, the first choice being with
members of their extended families.20 As
mentioned above, many of the most diffi-
cult ICWA cases (and often the ones that
make the worst law, from the Indian trib-
al perspective) are those in which an Indi-
an child has been placed with a non-Indi-
an caretaker for a prolonged period of time.
Even if appropriate relatives and Indian
foster homes are available, courts and so-
cial service providers are inevitably tempt-
ed to urge that "good cause" exists to devi-
ate from the ICW!s preference for Indian
placements to avoid disrupting the child's
attachments.
2 1
Colorado courts have not determined
whether bonding alone constitutes good
cause to deviate from the preferences. 22
However, in the case of In the Interest of
A.N.W, the court upheld a non-Indian
placement based largely on the fact that
the child had been with the non-Indian
caretaker for a prolonged time.23 Such ef-
forts by state courts are understandable
because a child who has bonded with a
caretaker will undergo some loss if re-
moved from the placement.
Additionally, an Indian child will suffer
loss without connection to the tribe. The
ICWA recognizes and prioritizes this con-
nection, but state court judges often are
swayed the other way. The only real solu-
tion is to avoid such Solomonic choices by
adopting a default rule of placement in
compliance with the ICWA. Implement-
ing this suggestion depends on following
the previous suggestions regarding early
identification of an Indian child and con-
structive involvement by the child's tribe.
Conclusion
The Indian Child Welfare Act has been
a success in many regards. Indian children
are less likely to be spirited away from
their reservation homes by well-meaning,
but culturally unaware adoption agencies
and social workers. Indian tribes have so-
cial service programs of their own and
perform many of the functions that for-
merly were monopolized by state courts
and agencies. Many state courts and agen-
cies have made admirable efforts to incor-
porate the ICWA into their family law re-
gime, but the ICWA's promise is not yet
filfilled.
The same history that prompted the
ICWA's passage haunts Indian families
today. Many Indian people were deprived
of resources essential for enabling them to
be parents themselves, such as the cul-
ture of their own Indian parents. The situ-
ation often becomes more acute in urban
areas. When Indian parents become en-
snared in procedures requiring interven-
tion for their children, all parties involved
must understand that the ICWA does and
should apply. If applied enthusiastically
and early in the process, the ICWA can
serve the best interests of Indian children
and tribes, and ultimately of our proudly
pluralistic society.
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